PAGE  
5

British Museum Mission to Iraq

11th – 26th June 2003

The members of the mission were Dr John Curtis, Dr Dominique Collon, Mr Ken Uprichard, and Ms Birthe Christensen, all of the British Museum, accompanied by Malcolm Neaum and Jamie Alexander of Cicada Films. We joined Sarah Collins of the British Museum, seconded to OCPA, who is coordinating relations between the CPA, the Iraq Museum and the Department of Antiquities, and Helen MacDonald of the British School of Archaeology in Iraq, who is now based near Babylon.

The objectives of the mission were:-

(i) To make an appraisal of the losses, looting and damage at the Iraq Museum, the Mosul Museum, and at selected archaeological sites.

(ii) To estimate the amount of conservation work needed to repair the damage to objects in the Iraq Museum during the war, and to suggest how help might be most effectively rendered to our Iraqi colleagues.

11th June 2003 – the group flew from London to Amman.

12th June – the day was spent in Amman making arrangements for the journey to Baghdad. The opportunity was taken to check with Jordanian customs about the objects seized on the Iraqi border, but it was discovered they were all modern items (documents, photographs, souvenirs, etc) and did not include antiquities. 

13th June – The group left Amman in the early hours for overland drive to Baghdad, arriving 3.40 pm. Checked into Petra Hotel.
14th – 18th June - The team spent this period in Baghdad working at the Museum, and other sites in the city and having meetings with museum officials and Ambassador Cordone.

Iraq Museum galleries

The opportunity was taken to draw up a full list of items on exhibition which had been damaged by the looters (available on request). The most significant items are:-

Pair of lions from Tell Harmal (Room 3) – head of one lion broken off and smashed.

Three lions from Haditha (Room 3) – one has suffered slight damage, with nose broken, another (wrapped in bubble-wrap) has been toppled from its plinth and suffered some (undetermined) damage, the third has been smashed to pieces.

A stone statue from Khorsabad, IM 25904 (Assyrian Gallery) has been broken, and the pieces left in situ.

A stone statue of Shalmaneser III (Assyrian Gallery) had been stolen and returned in about 4 pieces.

The statues of Eros (IM 73041), Apollo (IM 73004) and Poseidon (IM 72005) in the Hatra Gallery (upstairs) have all been smashed, and the heads stolen.

Iraq Museum Storerooms

The ‘New Storerooms’

Thieves had entered these storerooms by breaking through a bricked-up doorway at the bottom of a flight of stairs off gallery 9 (Hatra). These 5 large storerooms (3 of which were visited) are interlinked. In the first storeroom, some smashed ivories were noted. Gaps on the closely packed shelves in all 3 storerooms seem to indicate that objects had been removed, but the extent of the losses is unclear.

The ‘Old Storerooms’

These were entered from the area of the museum galleries and offices. There is a large storeroom on the ground floor, and another above it on the first floor. In both there was evidence of both long-term neglect and damage by intruders, reflected by broken pottery and ivories on the floor and general disorder.

Room in Iraq Museum with returned objects

On the tables and in boxes here are various objects, including –

From the galleries:-

Khorsabad bronze column bands

Ubaid bull (IM 460500)

Inscribed stone slab

Stone statue in 4 pieces

Warka vase (broken)

Carved wooden panel

From the storerooms and archaeological sites:-

Pottery vessels of various dates

Pottery lamp

Terracotta figures

Hands of Ishtar

Potsherds

Metal objects from Ur, including pins, axeheads, arrowheads

Stone head

Silver jewellery from Assur hoard

Beads

Sumerian statuettes

Group of ivories from Nimrud

From the Heritage Room:-

Swords

Muskets

Porcelain

Chainmail

Painted glazed bowls

‘Kuwaiti chest’

Brass coffee-pots

The Central Bank

Visited a basement vault of the Central Bank where treasures were being unpacked from wooden boxes which had been sitting in water. The objects were being dried and repacked. The gold jewellery from the Nimrud tombs had been dealt with earlier, and at the time of our visit ivories from the well at Nimrud were being unpacked, together with trinkets that had belonged to the royal family, such as cigarette boxes, lighters and watches. Other treasures of the Iraq Museum such as jewellery from Ur, the gold helmet of Meskalamdug and the bronze head of Sargon were thought to be in other boxes which had not yet been unpacked.

Also in Baghdad, we visited:-

The Tomb of Zobeida – general neglect, but no obvious war damage.

St George’s Church (Anglican) – some windows broken through bombing of the adjacent Ministry of Information and some internal damage and loss due to looting, but easily repairable.

We have meetings with Ambassador Cordone in the Iraq Museum (on 15th June) and at the Italian ambassadorial residence (on 17th June).

18th June – Visit to Babylon, at invitation of Lt. Col. Bruce. Although we have with us Dr Donny George and two members of OCPA, we are kept waiting outside the entrance to the site for 2½ hours. The gift shop has been looted and set on fire, but the museum (emptied of objects before the war and one of the entrances bricked up) has escaped relatively unscathed. The only loss noted was two paintings which had been torn from their frames. The site itself appeared to be in good condition, and the only obviously recent damage was to a mušhuššu (dragon) figure in the Ishtar Gate.

Thursday 19th June - the team drove to Mosul via Kirkuk. The intention had been to cross the Tigris at Baiji, but both the road and rail bridges were found to have been destroyed. We therefore drove south to the next crossing-point at Tikrit, and then proceeded up the west bank of the Tigris to Mosul. We checked in to the Nineveh Palace Hotel, which was the only major hotel still open. 

Visited the complex of eight of Saddam’s palaces and pavilions in landscaped grounds near the university. All the palaces had been comprehensively looted, and the rich internal décor, mainly carved stone and stucco, had been stripped off and smashed.

Friday 20th June - escorted round Nimrud by Muzahim Mahmud. Since 4th May the site has been guarded by American troops, who are camped outside the North-West Palace with three vehicles. On 11th April Muzahim’s office (in a caravan) was looted, and papers, furniture and equipment were stolen.
North-West Palace at Nimrud

Two reliefs stolen:-

(i) Fragment showing top of sacred tree, winged disc, hand of king, Ht. c. 70 cm, from slab B-13 stolen from Throne-room B on 3rd May.

(ii) Fragment showing kneeling genius, facing right, with inscription beneath, Ht. c. 100 cm, W. c. 40 cm, stolen from Room I on 11th April (slab I-9).

Instances of damage:-

(i) Relief with stylised tree in Room I broken into 3 pieces (perhaps part of lower register of slab I-19).

(ii) Relief with stylised tree in Room I wrenched sideways out of position but still on wall (upper left stylised tree of slab I-29).

(iii) Thieves tried to remove parts of relief showing genius facing left in Room S, but attempt abandoned (slab S-20). Relief to left showing stylised tree was damaged (slab S-19).

Elsewhere in the North-West Palace, the four royal tombs with the burials of the queens of Assyria had sensibly been sealed off and could not be visited.

The team also visited the Ishtar Temple (where Muzahim Mahmud was excavating until recently) and Fort Shalmaneser (were the British Museum expedition excavated in 1989); both were found to be in good condition. 

No instances of theft or damage reported elsewhere at Nimrud.

Visited Balawat with Muzahim. Of particular interest because of British Museum excavation in 1989. A number of new graves noted, but no illicit digging.

With Manhal Jabr, the team visited various sites in Nineveh.

Sennacherib’s Palace

This was found to be in an appalling state, with all the corrugated iron stripped off the roof and the reliefs in very bad condition. Most of them are laminating badly, and in some places the reliefs were reduced to piles of fragments.

Indications of obvious recent damage:-

(i) On Thursday 12th June there was extensive vandalism to the series of reliefs in the SE corner of Room V in the throne-room suite, showing soldiers marching in hilly country with fig trees; many fragments were thrown to the ground and it is not clear how many pieces were stolen.

(ii) Various sections have been removed from slabs 37-39, a recently restored series of reliefs showing the Assyrian army with scaling ladders and archers besieging a city in mountainous country with fig trees, in the NE part of the E wall of Room V in the throne-room suite.

(iii) Slab 32 in the NE part of the N wall of Room V in the throne-room suite showing Sennacherib in his chariot, a stream with fishes, and riders in hilly country with fig trees, has been dislodged and is lying in fragments at the base of the wall; the figure of Sennacherib seems to be missing and was either broken or stolen.

A team from the Italian Institute in Baghdad compiled a comprehensive photographic record of the reliefs in Sennacherib’s Palace in 2002, and a careful comparison between these records and the surviving reliefs is now a matter of urgency.

The team also visited the sites of the excavations undertaken in the 1990s by Manhal Jabr at Nebbi Yunus and the Nergal Gate and while there was evidence of depredation through general neglect there was no evidence of recent theft or looting.  

Saturday 21st June - In the company of Dr Ali Yaseen the team visited the site earmarked by Mosul University for the building of Ashurbanipal’s Library, a project to which the British Museum has promised its support. There were also brief discussions with the Vice-President of Mosul University (Professor Jazeel al-Jomard) and a visit to the Department of Assyriology.
All the offices of the staff at Mosul University were extensively looted in the two days 10th – 11th April, and a number of books stolen from the libraries, including that of the Assyriology department.

At Mosul Museum the team was received by Manhal Jabr. On 10th – 11th April all the offices were broken into, furniture stolen and papers scattered about. We were told that all the small objects had been removed from exhibition and taken to Baghdad before the war by Dr Nawalla. As in Baghdad, only large objects and statuary had been left in the galleries. A number of display cases in the galleries had been gratuitously smashed, and upstairs in the museum windows had been broken by bomb blast. The case with the bronze gates of Ashurnasirpal II found in the temple of Mamu at Balawat in 1956-7 was smashed and many pieces (at least 29) of decorated bronze ripped off the wooden door-leaves. Two pieces were later retrieved from the museum garden. Also in the galleries, 5 inscribed bricks were stolen and 1 was broken, the base of a statue from Hatra was damaged, a pair of Islamic wooden doors was thrown down, a stone lion was knocked off its plinth and broken, and the thieves tried unsuccessfully to remove a painted panel from Hatra. At least two of the storerooms on the museum site were entered by thieves, and from one of them at least the head of a Hatra statue was stolen.

The Nineveh dig-house, partly rebuilt since the 1980s, was found to be in good condition, and in one of the storerooms were found a number of trunks belonging to the British Museum and Italian expeditions, apparently untouched. There were no indications that any of the fragments of sculpture stored in the vicinity of the Nineveh dig-house had been stolen or tampered with in the recent troubles.

In Mosul we also visited the Islamic palace known as Qara Seraglio and the Mausoleum of Yahya. Both buildings had been restored or were in process of restoration before the war. No damage was noted.

22nd June - we returned to Baghdad via the direct Mosul-Kirkuk road. 

23rd June - we had a meeting with Ambassador Cordone in the Palace, and described to him what the team has accomplished, the conservation proposals, and plans to invite 8 Iraqis to the Rencontre Assyriologique. 

Tuesday 24th June - we attended a meeting in the museum with Rabia al-Qaisi (acting DG), Donny George, Nawalla al-Muwatalli, Ismail Hijara, Lamia al-Gailani and others; we described our visit to the north, and outlined the conservation proposals. We identified the 4 conservators we are proposing to bring to the British Museum for top-up training during the summer. Everybody present at the meeting approved of and welcomed the proposals. 

We then checked some details in the Assyrian gallery in the museum and clarified some facts relating to the looting and pillaging of the museum.

Wednesday 25th June - we flew from Baghdad to Amman in a United Nations plane, kindly arranged for us by Dr Ahmed Ferej.

Thursday 26th June - we returned to London.

